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It was cold, but he was sweating and his legs were burning. He was off the seat, standing
on the pedals and driving them hard with the heels of his muddied black shoes. The bike
wobbled. A wind blew in his face, and when it dried the sweat, it pasted his hair to his
forehead. His mom’s trailer was in the valley, and Isaac’s house was at the top of the hill,
past a line of trees that separated it from the only paved road that ran from town, through
the valley, and eventually let out at the highway a few miles past Lake Andrew. The path
to Ike’s driveway was two tire tracks dug into the dirt with a strip of flat grass separating
them, and it curved around the tree line and met the road like a prosthetic leg. 
Carl wanted to ride the whole way up the hill. Ike had done it without walking his
bike. Ike was taller and stronger with his arms. Carl was about a hundred feet from the
top of the hill, where Ike’s driveway started. 
He was weighed down a little. There was the military-green canvas overcoat that
was too big. It’s four big, square pockets were full of ammunition, and they jingled like
coin purses when his legs moved. A rifle was on his back, hanging off his shoulder on a
hemp strap. The wooden stock was heavy, and the gun would slide down his shoulder at
an angle in such a way that the front sight scratched his neck. He had to stop and walk his
bike the last few feet to the driveway, and his shoes sank into the mud.
He dropped it off by the side of the house, walked up to the porch, and knocked.
There were boot steps, the floor creaked behind the door, and Ike’s dad, Bill, opened it
forcefully—it had been painted over several times and stuck.
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Bill  was  average-sized—maybe even a  little  shorter  than  average,  and a  little  wider;
regardless, he seemed like a big man. He had a just-graying beard made up of bristly
whiskers tight on his face; he was bald, whether by choice or necessity, since Carl had
known him. His eyes were blue and deeper than the skull they sat in. Before he spoke,
he’d usually make a gentle grumbling sound, and his speech was slow and faithful to the
way the thought existed in his head.
“Morning kiddo.”
“Morning Mr. Bill.”
“Well come in, your piss’ll freeze in your pecker out there.”
Carl scraped as much mud off his shoes as he could on the edge of the porch and
walked inside.
“Those were supposed to be for basketball.”
“I got a hole in my other ones sir.”
Carl  took the gun off his  shoulder,  and Bill  grabbed it  from him and went to
another room. He took off his coat and laid it on a rocking chair by the door. He heard the
slow notes of an upright piano in the next room.
“Hi Mrs. Belinda.”
She threw her legs around the other side of the piano bench. There was a smile on
her face before she turned. Her short hair was tidy and red.
“Mr.  Murphy.”  She  dipped  her  head  politely  as  she  said  it.  “Have  you  had
breakfast?”
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“No ma’am.”
She got up and began to exit the room.
“Well come on.”
Carl followed her into the kitchen. She pulled a plate wrapped with cellophane out
of the microwave. The plastic came off and a puff of steam erupted, revealing pancakes
and sausage links.
Ike was in the living room, hunched over a disassembled rifle, rubbing grease on
the barrel with a blackened white rag. He had a new pair of thick, oiled leather boots on
and was dressed in photorealistic camouflage from hat to heel.
Mrs. Belinda sat the plate on the counter, and Carl ate.
“Hey,” Carl said.
“Hey,” Ike replied without looking up from the gun.
Carl looked at Ike’s boots while he ate. He looked like a cowboy or a marine.
“Put these on.” Bill entered the room holding an older pair of boots—nice, but
mostly fabric-composed, cheaper, worn. Carl put them on as he was told.
“They fit?”
“Yes sir.”
Bill  leaned down and pressed  the  shoe  with  his  thumb around the  big toe.  It
depressed a little and bounced back.
“Little big but room to grow. Keep ‘em. Ike’s too big for ‘em.”
He looked up at this.
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“I killed my first deer in those.”
“Maybe they’ll be good luck then.”
“I wanna keep them,” Ike said.
“Watch it boy.” Ike looked back down at that, and turned the disappointment on
his face into concentration.
“That’s okay. I’ll just use them today,” Carl said.
“It’s getting cold out. You’d better keep ‘em. Those shoes are for the gym only, got
it Jack?” Bill pointed at him, and Carl smiled and nodded. The bird-watcher’s clock on
the wall chimed the tweet of a cardinal. Isaac rubbed grease on his gun.
***
The ground was not newly wet. It was soaked and unfrozen. Maybe it was a few 
degrees above freezing. Bill’s bald head was covered by a black ski cap, Ike’s head and 
face were framed by a flapped hunting hat, and Carl’s head was uncovered. The wind 
burned his ears. The bullets in his pockets pulled his pants down as he walked, and he 
hiked them up from the back every few steps. As Ike carried his gun, the barrel gradually 
sank to point laterally.
“Sky or ground,” Bill said. Ike repositioned his gun against his shoulder like a 
marching soldier. Carl unconsciously adjusted his too.
They walked along, tracking the mud themselves, noting hoofed and pawed tracks
toward the corn-baited clearing past the creek. All creeks around here flowed to Lake 
Andrew, Bill noted to the boys. If you ever get lost, follow the creek. 
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Ike slipped climbing over a wet log. He had cold mud on his back, so he went 
back to the house to change. He knew the way to the clearing. Bill and Carl pressed on.
“Seen your daddy lately?”
“Not since the Fourth of July thing.”
“He’s back in town. Working at the leather shop I think.”
“Oh.”
They reached the clearing and climbed the deer stand across from the patch of 
ground baited with corn. There were two clusters of corn, one on each side of the creek. 
Bill pulled out a doe call and blew it a few times, wiped the mouth piece, then returned it 
to his pocket. They waited.
“How’s your momma?”
“Good.”
“Still working at the bean factory?
Carl nodded.
“And your sister?”
“Doing okay. She acts out a little.”
“Danny still going to school?”
“Most days. He’s hanging out with Jeremy again. Momma doesn’t know.”
“Hmph.”
Silence for a while.
Bill pointed to the other side of the creek. 
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“Ike says they’re always on that side. Don’t wannna cross. That’s where he put his
corn. I happen to know they love the smell of that tree.” He pointed to a tree with just a 
few orange leaves hanging on the edges of snakey branches. It had a thick, knotted root 
that stuck out of the ground and went into the bed of the creek. One branch looked like it 
might be a finger motioning to come closer.
They heard a rustle of leaves behind them and turned. It was Ike returning with 
new clothes. He had a black ski cap on like Bill’s. When he saw his dad’s face, he 
adjusted his gun to point upward. He climbed into the stand and they slid down to give 
him a seat. Carl sat in the middle.
“Anything?” Ike asked.
“Hm mm,” Bill replied, and Carl shook his head. 
They sat and it got warmer. For a few minutes, the sun glared directly off the creek
and into the eyes of the man and the boys in the tree. Then the angle changed. They 
exchanged a few words, but spaced them out, and made sure they concerned the weather. 
Ike caught slow movement across the creek with his eye, and they watched a thin buck 
saunter toward the corn pile. He walked to the bank of the creek, lowered his head to the 
water, then stretched his neck up and sniffed the air.  He turned back and started eating 
from the pile.
Isaac raised the greasy barrel of his rifle and closed one eye. Bill reached out and 
pushed the barrel down.
“Carl, you shoot.”
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“That’s my corn,” Ike said. Bill looked at him and he shut up.
“That’s okay,” Carl said. “Get ‘em Ike.” Ike didn’t raise his barrel. He looked at 
Bill.
“Line it up Carl.”
He raised the barrel and pushed the stock of the gun against his shoulder. The 
buck was fifty yards away or more, but it seemed like it was right in his face. The eye that
Carl could see was black like an anti-sun. It didn’t move.
“Hold your breath, squeeze light,” Bill whispered over his shoulder. The barrel 
began to feel heavy. His aim swayed and shook in his hands. It was cold, Carl told them. 
He closed his eyes, held his breath, and jerked his finger on the trigger quickly, or he 
wouldn’t have at all. There was only a click. He opened his eyes and let out a shaky 
breath.
“Hand it to me,” Bill said. He grabbed it and pulled back the bolt, hooked his 
finger and scooped the bullet. It had a small dent on one side. He flicked it out and it 
landed in a pile of leaves below. 
“Hand him yours Ike.” He had already begun to take aim. He lowered the gun and 
huffed. He handed Carl the gun and cursed him with his eyes. He lined up another shot, 
closed his eyes, and squeezed the trigger clumsily. The sound of a shot reverberated off of
every bare tree, and all the hills past them. It reverberated off the  tree, the creek, the 
leaves, and the buck. But the sound hit him more squarely than the shot. Carl opened his 
eyes and saw him hopping away with a wound in the haunches. A thin blood trail 
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followed him until he was out of sight. Carl sighed. He felt like there was a tennis ball in 
his throat.
“Nice going Carl,” Ike said, and Bill cupped him in the head lightly.
“You’ll watch your mouth.” He turned to face the shooter. “Good shot from this 
far. Maybe we can track him down.”
They crossed the creek on a dead log and followed the blood trail until it led to 
another bend in the creek and ended about a quarter mile later. They turned back, but the 
walk wasn’t so bad. The boots kept Carl’s feet dry.
They both rode their bikes to Carl’s trailer because his mom was never home on 
Saturday. They raced there and Ike won, like he always did.
“Gimme my boots back,” Ike said once Carl rode in behind him, sweating, 
breathing heavily.
“Let me keep them. Your dad will kick your ass if he finds them again anyway.”
“I’m gonna kick your ass if you don’t give them to me.”
Carl grabbed his basketball shoes, laces tied together and hanging from the middle
of the handlebars. The mud had finally caused the glue on the left shoe to come off, and 
the sole flapped in the front like the panting mouth of a stray dog. It started raining again.
“Those aren’t yours either. My dad bought those for you too. All you do is take 
other people’s hand-me-downs.”
“I’m gonna keep the boots,” Carl said, dropping his bike against the side of the 
trailer, walking towards the door. “Maybe you should leave.”
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“Like hell you are,” Ike said. He bumped his chest against Carl’s shoulder. 
“Gimme the damn shoes.”
Carl pushed him off and Ike swung a fist at his head, hitting him above the eye so 
hard his vision flashed for a second. He fell over into the mud, falling on the gun strapped
to his back, and it hurt as he fell on it. Carl kicked his leg into Ike’s knee, and he fell over 
too. He crawled, now caked in mud, over to Carl and grabbed him by his shirt, punching 
him in the face again, drawing blood above his eye, then flapping his own hand from 
pain. He grabbed Carl by his hair and banged his head against the ground, splashing mud.
When Ike slowed down from exhaustion, Carl threw a fist into his groin, toppling 
him back over onto his back. The rain was washing sweat, blood, and mud into his eye 
and it stung. He could barely see from the angry tears in his eyes. He watched Ike 
writhing on the ground, holding his crotch. Carl reached into one of the big pockets on his
jacket, procuring a bullet, then fumbled to load it into his rifle, cleaning mud out of the 
bolt with his finger. Once it was in, he charged the round and aimed it at Ike.
“What the hell are you doing?” Ike said, crawling backwards. “You psycho.”
“Go home,” Carl said, tears streaming more prominently down his cheeks now, dripping 
mud and blood off of his chin.
Ike struggled to stand up from the mud, moving quickly as the rain really started 
to pour. He hurried to his bike and yelled over the rain, “I’m gonna tell my dad you piece 
of trash. Stay away from me.” He pedaled as fast as he could in the mud and Carl watched
him until he was out of sight. He went inside, setting the muddy boots on the cinderblock 
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steps to the front door. He threw his muddy clothes in a black garbage bag and set it by 
the door. He walked into the shower, but when he turned the nobs, nothing came out. He 
put some dirty clothes on from the hamper, grabbed a rag, walked outside to the least 
muddy spot in the yard, and washed the mud and blood off his face.
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Step Right Up
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The sunlight was getting orange, the air cool and sticky, and everyone waited for Charlie
Daniels  to  pick  up his  fiddle  and play “Devil  Went  Down to  Georgia.”  Jerry wasn’t
waiting for it. Everyone running the games and the fried chicken stalls had heard the same
set three days in a row. Saturdays were the worst. The crowds were huge, the day was
long, and the kids were loud, always. On top of that, he was showing the ropes to a new
guy, Kendall.  Charlie Daniels  didn’t seem to be a promising addition either,  and they
were booked for a lot of the same fairs for at least the next four weeks.
Jerry was one of the highest earners, which he hadn’t known was a bad thing.
He’d worked fairs for a long time, but it was his first summer with this troupe. In every
other group he’d been with, pay was commission based. Allred paid a flat rate, and you
got more if you made more. But, if you made too much, he expected too much. There was
a  sweet  spot  for  performance-to-pay that  Jerry had blown past.  Now he  was  killing
himself every day to meet his quota, and they were about to shut down. He saw Allred’s
golf cart blowing up dirt from the path to the prize rabbit stall. 
“He’s coming,” Kendall said.
“I see him,” Jerry said.
“How much do we need?”
“25.”
“Should we put some in?”
“I put in 30 bucks already. I’ll just take the ass chewing.”
13
Things to Hold Onto
Allred’s cart slowed down as he reached the crowd of people along the main drag.
He couldn’t get around a big lady eating cotton candy.
“He has to start at the end of the row. There’s still some time.”
Jerry needed a new speaker for his car. He had to try.
“Kids and couples, look for one. Kids love toys and suck at games. Men have to
keep playing to win something for the girl. Preferably a young couple.”
The mass of people in front of Allred was flowing by the game stalls. They would
have one chance to fish someone out. Jerry’s game was simple enough to look easy, but
hard enough to be a money pit. You had to roll a ball up the front of a board and sink it in
the hole at the top. The angle and distance was what made it hard. A good gamesman
could do it in about six tries, which was ten dollars if they bought balls in threes—steep,
but Jerry was the only one who had the man-sized teddy bears and cheap cassette players.
Kendall saw a kid grabbing his dad’s arm and pointing at the stall, so Jerry started
his spiel. Step right up, fabulous prizes, and he rolled the ball effortlessly into the hole a
few times. So easy a kid could do it. But the mom was carrying a big angel made of
wicker and the kid already had a plastic sword, so dad wasn’t buying it. A few more kids
came by pointing, but the parents were quite done with the fair and Jerry couldn’t blame
them.
He unlocked the safe box and told Kendall to re-count the bills. “Let’s just go
home,” he told him. As he did, he saw a gangly kid, 18 at the most, with a thin mustache
and a black Guns n’ Roses shirt on. He was holding hands and strolling along with a tall
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brown-haired girl. Her hair was tied back and Jerry could see her sweating from where he
was. She turned to the kid, grabbed his arm with both hands and, smiling, said something
to him.  Jerry could see him explaining something to her,  but she shook his  arm and
pleaded, then she pointed to the big bear above Jerry’s head, and he knew he had them.
He dawned his carnival bard voice.
“Step right up, easy as pie. Six throws for eight bucks, three throws for five. We
got inventory to clear out people, these bears are last year’s model.”
The kid reached into his  pocket and pulled out some bills.  He walked toward
Jerry’s stall. Kendall reached into the mesh bag by the safe box and handed Jerry three
balls.
“What’s your name kid?” Jerry asked him, and set the balls on the counter.
“Carl.”
“And the pretty lady?”
“Janet,” she said smiling. 
“Carl and Janet, king and queen of the fair, come to my stall to steal my bears.
Every pretty girl deserves a life-sized teddy bear, eh Carl?”
He smiled nervously and nodded.
“I’d tell you take the deal and buy the six balls, Carl, but I think you can get it in
three. The trick is to start at the bottom and roll it up slow, see?” Jerry demonstrated with
one of the dingy yellow balls and sunk it on the first try.
“Even I can do it and I work at a carnival. The big bear’s two makes, but I’ll give
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it to you for one.”
Janet pointed at the bear with the plaid bowtie above Jerry’s head and said that
one.  Carl  turned to  Janet  and said,  “you know they make these games look easy on
purpose.”
“Come on, you can do it,” she said and shook his arm again.
“I can just buy you something on the way home.”
“I want you to win it for me.”
Carl sighed and put a five-dollar bill on the counter. “Get me three,” he told Jerry.
“Comin’ right up. Might as well  get the man’s prizes down Kendall.” Kendall
reached up and pulled the bear off the wall.
“Just like this,” Jerry said, and rolled a ball up the board, sinking it again. Carl
reached over the counter and rolled the ball up the board. It didn’t have enough juice and
rolled short. The same happened with the next two.
“Bad luck Carl, but I think you’re getting it.  You just gotta roll it up from the
bottom.” He demonstrated again.
“Get me six this time.” He handed Jerry a ten and Kendall gave him his change.
“Just start from the bottom kid.” He rolled again, going to the right once, to the left twice,
short, long. Once he even bounced it right off the board by accident. Jerry picked it up
and let him throw it again, but he missed. He gave a frustrated sigh.
“You gotta get more English on it kid. The spin’s what makes it stick,” Jerry said,
really attempting to instruct him this time. He rolled it gently and sank it again. Carl
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bought  six  more  and missed  them all.  He bought  three  more  and  missed.  Jerry had
reached his quota.
“Here, have three more on me kid.” Jerry handed him the balls pro bono. Kendall
gave him a look, and Jerry leaned back and whispered to him while Carl was taking aim.
“It’s bad form to let someone lose when they spend a lot of money because they won’t
play again,” Jerry told him, but Kendall looked at him skeptically. Usually the gamers
looked angry when they missed a lot, but Carl just looked disappointed.
“You don’t have to keep going,” Janet told him, but he paid for more balls. Now
he did seem a little angry. Allred was collecting from the stall beside Jerry’s and was
headed over. Carl missed again. Jerry considered giving him a smaller bear anyway, but
couldn’t with Kendall and especially Allred watching. Carl looked at Jerry desperately,
like he was looking for his dad to give him advice. Jerry looked back and asked “any
more?”
“I’m out of money.”
Jerry looked him in the eye without saying anything for a few seconds. He looked
down at the plastic yellow balls lying at his feet at the base of the board. Then he looked
back  at  Carl  and  said,  “better  luck  next  time  kid.”  Carl  nodded,  subtly  but
understandingly and walked off slowly, looking at the ground. Janet followed behind him,
but he didn’t seem aware of her existence. She caught up to him and shook his arm, and
he looked at her quickly then back down at the ground a few yards in front of him. She
said something to him, but Jerry couldn’t hear it because they had folded back into the
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exiting crowd. Kendall counted the bills out into Allred’s palm, smiling.
“Good work Jerry. You’re my star. See you tomorrow,” Allred said and walked to the next
stall, sipping from a stainless steel flask.
“Lucky we got a sucker huh?” Kendall said to Jerry as he picked up the safe box.
“Yep, pretty lucky,” he said. Everyone cheered as Charlie Daniels started playing 
“Devil Went Down to Georgia.” 
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Handling the Dead
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This was around the time Mamaw was still living in her trailer, before she moved it down
by the lake. There were kids out back playing army with crooked dead sticks and dirty 
snowballs, but Robbie was inside. The bodies in the trailer made it warmer than Mamaw 
could usually afford to keep it during Winter. Robbie smelled ham and mashed potatoes. 
When there were more than 10 people together, there were always ham and mashed 
potatoes. They were gathered around photographs.
The sky was darkening, but it was still bright enough to see through the grey snow
clouds. Mamaw brought a black leather jacket out of Papaw’s room and presented it to 
the adults gathered in the living room. It was black with elastic cloth cuffs, a colorful 
blue, yellow, green, and red Indian-style eagle stitched onto the back, stretching its wings 
down the arms and, with it’s head cocked to the right, it looked like it was in the process 
of screeching with its beak open wide. It had a red eye that glowed like a fake jewel and 
shone under the rotating light of the ceiling fan.
“I got him this for Christmas, probly around ’86,” Mamaw told the crowd. “Only 
thing I’ve seen him keep that long. Including me.” 
Some of the gathered laughed and talked about the dead man's jacket,
 rubbing it between their thumbs , wondering aloud about the life that had left it 
behind. It felt like an old cracked vinyl couch that used to dwell in the corner of the den at
home. Your legs would stick to the seat if you were wearing shorts.
Past the group and down the narrow hall, the door to Papaw’s room was left open. 
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Robbie slipped away from the group, looking for something to hold his interest, and 
wandered over to it. 
Pale light seeped through the plastic blinds on the window and haunted the bed, 
still made and clean. A plastic black ashtray on the nightstand sat beside a leather-bound 
Bible on top of a Dean Koontz novel; there was a wood-paneled tv with a round screen in
the corner that looked like an old microwave. The room felt as if it were historically 
preserved at a famous estate, lacking only the red velvet ropes to keep children from 
climbing on the furniture.
What was missing was Papaw. Sometimes (not all the time) he was living with 
Mamaw. Robbie’s family would come to see them, and Papaw would stay in bed the 
whole visit, citing a cold or a headache. The only time Robbie—or anyone—would see 
him was just before they left; everyone would file into the room and kiss him on his 
sunken, prickly cheek. He was under an old heavy quilt that had been kept and repaired in
Mamaw’s family for who knows how long.  He would only say “love you kids,” then 
continue watching  Judge Judy or reading whatever book was next to the smoldering 
cigarette in his ashtray. 
Robbie picked up the Bible and turned it around in his hand. It had a marbled 
texture, brown color, and old leather smell like a football. The corners and hard spine 
were worn down, but it made a faint cracking sound when he opened it and the pages 
puffed their trapped air, breathing a sigh of relief. The leafy pages were satisfying to turn, 
and they had yellow stains on the edges from tobacco and age.
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“Robbie?” Dad's voice startled him from the doorway and he turned around, 
slamming the book shut. “What are you doing in here?”
Robbie held the Bible up and showed it to him.
“You shouldn't come in here without an adult bud.”
“Alright.”
Dad turned to leave the room, but turned back to Robbie.
“You miss him huh?”
Robbie thought about it for a moment. He knew he was supposed to miss Papaw, 
but it felt like missing a toy you never had. You can only feel upset that you never had it. 
Despite this, he nodded in the affirmative, and Dad walked over, rubbed the top of his 
head, bent down, and hugged him. 
“We all do bud.”
Dad stood there, still hugging Robbie, taking deeper breaths like he was about to 
say something, but never said it, and Mamaw walked in with Papaw's jacket in her hands.
“Carl, what are you boys doing in here?”
Dad let go of Robbie. “Just checking out the room,” he said. “Seems empty when 
he's not in it.”
“Ah, honey don't I know. I's used to having him gone, but I always knew he'd 
come back.” She stared out the window at the boys throwing a football to each other. 
Then, she looked back at Robbie, still holding the Bible.
“You know your Papaw got that Bible you're holding when he was just a little 
22
Things to Hold Onto
older than you. His momma—you're Great Mamaw Valerie—I was over at her house just 
yesterday to see how she was holding up since John passed, and she told me about how, 
when all the other kids was sleeping or complaining while the preacher preached, he 
would cheer and amen as loud as any grown man when something real good was said.
“After the service, he would talk to the adults and act out stories for Sunday 
school for anyone left over. He won that Bible by reciting 10 Bible verses from memory 
and kept it ever since. Mamaw Valerie said everyone just knew when Johnboy grew up 
he'd be off to some school and come back a preacher.”
“I didn't know that,” Dad said, a look stuck on his face as if he had just learned the
ground was the sky.
“Well, you wouldn't have any reason to,” she said. “He wasn't much of a choir boy
by the time you came along. By the way, you seen your Mamaw yet Carl?”
“Nah, was all I could do to get off work in time for the funeral.”
“You ought to see her. With John passed, I don't know how much longer she'll 
hang on herself. She was telling me this story a few days before he finally died that she 
kept getting calls on her telephone from a number she didn't know, with a voice she didn't
recognize telling her John was gonna get better and finally be a preacher like he was 
supposed to be. She held onto that pretty hard.”
“Mmm,” was all Dad said.
“You better get back out there Carl, I think they're about to set things up for 
dinner,” Mamaw said. Dad left and she walked toward Robbie, still holding the Bible and
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listening to the wispy sounds of the pages flipping.
“You remind me a lot of your Papaw you know,” she said.
“Really?”
She nodded her head.
“He was always real quiet and thoughtful like you. Why don't you keep that 
Bible?”
Robbie looked up at her for reassurance.
“We haven't started splitting his stuff up yet, but I think that thing belongs with 
you,” she said, kissed him on the cheek, told him she loved him, and suggested he go 
outside and play for a bit while the adults set up for dinner.
“You’re going outside?” Mom asked as Robbie walked toward the back door with 
the Bible tucked in the back of his jeans and under his shirt.
“Yeah.”
She looked at him confused.
“Put your jacket on.”
He grabbed his coat from the back of the couch and put it on, stopping to jerk the 
zipper midway up as it snagged on a bent tooth. When he opened the door, a draft pulled 
it closed quickly behind him and it made a cheap slamming sound. The boys outside were
bored with the football and it lay underneath the wooden porch. Robbie went to it, picked 
it up, and brushed some hard-packed snow off—it was made of cheap rubber and had a 
bulge near one end where the bladder was warped. He ran his finger along it; it felt like a 
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bump he would get on his head when he banged it on the top bunk of his and his brother 
Seth’s bed at home. It was pebbly in spots, but oily fingers had worn down most of the 
grip. The rubber was a reddish brown, brighter than footballs on tv. He took the Bible out 
and compared the two side-by-side.
“What are you doing out here?”
Robbie looked up from the ball at his brother Seth, who was in the group of boys 
arranged in a circle under a tree several yards away. Robbie shrugged his shoulders.
“Come here, I got something you might like,” Seth said and turned back to the 
group laughing. Robbie laid the ball back down and walked over to the group of boys, 
who parted a little to let him in the circle. On the ground beneath the tree, lying on the 
hard packed snow was a dead baby squirrel with a naked pink body. It’s skin was soft and 
hairless, and it’s tiny eyelids were pinched shut, probably never opened in the first place. 
It lay on its side, and there was a small red bloodstain in the snow below its head like a 
cherry snow cone. The body of the squirrel was still, completely relaxed, and it looked 
almost like it was taking a comfortable nap on the pillowy snow.
One boy started poking the body with a stick, flipping it over and lifting its limp 
extremities and head. He hooked it with a crooked end of the stick and started waving it 
in the faces of the boys around the circle and tossed it at one boy who jumped out of the 
way. Seth took the stick, picked up the body, and waved it in Robbie's face.
“What do you think of that?” Seth told Robbie with a big grin on his face. Robbie 
stared at the gore on the squirrel’s head where it had landed on a branch or a rock on its 
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way to the ground. There was a stringy piece of flesh coming out of the hole and the 
blood was dried black.
“You said he’d cry,” one of the boys complained to Seth.
“He’s so weird you can never tell. He probably likes this sort of thing,” Seth told 
the laughing group of boys. 
Someone retrieved the football and they continued throwing it in the open part of 
the yard. Robbie looked under the porch and found a rusty gardening spade with a gray 
wooden handle. He walked over to the body of the squirrel, picked it up with the spade, 
laid it down, and dug a small hole at the base of the tree, through the snow and into the 
hard dirt beneath it. He opened the Bible, rubbing his finger on the soft pages before 
flipping to the back, ripping a page out, and wrapping the body of the squirrel in it, 
cinching it with a rubber band he found in his pocket. He stood quietly over it for a 
moment with his eyes closed before placing it in its grave, covering it up and marking it 
with a twig.
***
The viewing was the next day. Robbie was dressed in black pants that almost 
dragged on the ground and a scratchy, white button-up shirt like Dad's. Seth was dressed 
in a blue shirt, and his oldest brother James wore a gray jacket. Mom wore a long blue 
dress.
They filed out of Dad's white Explorer into the parking lot, wet and crunchy from 
the melting snow, and walked into Hamby Funeral Home. Mom signed the guest book for
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everyone at the door. The whole building smelled sterile like a hospital. Crosses and 
pictures of Jesus lined the walls of all of the hallways, with floors of industrial blue 
carpeting, except for the viewing room, which had pale laminate wood flooring.
The viewing room was set up like a church, with white pews and a small pulpit 
where the casket lay, the upper door open but its contents out of view from the entrance. 
Robbie recognized some of the people there—aunts, uncles, cousins—but many of the 
guests were strangers. Most of them were very old, and some of them had gray beards, 
black leather jackets, and had rode in on motorcycles. Most people seemed to mingle with
those they were familiar with.
Robbie had the Bible tucked into the back of his pants, underneath his tucked 
shirt. He had been in a church very few times, but remembered that, when the preacher 
started preaching, there weren't enough Bibles for everyone to follow along, so he brought
his own.
“Hi baby,” Mamaw said, emerging from a group of people and hugging Dad, then 
Mom, then all of the children. She held everyone long and tight and her eyes were red and
glossy. Seth found the group of boys he was playing with the previous day and went with 
them. James sat at the end of a pew, staring absently at the pew in front of it until Dad 
would have him come over to meet a relative he never had. Robbie stood right beside 
Mom and Dad, looking for anything that could save him from boredom.
Mom finally went to sit beside James and began talking to him in the corner of the
room. Dad talked to cousins, half-sisters and half-brothers, step-sisters and step-brothers, 
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all children of the genetically prolific John Murphy who had come to see his body for one
last time. Robbie stood by him, not tuned into the words he said, but watching the 
expression of his face, shifting and trying to shape itself into grief, or sorrow, or anger, or 
confusion, or anything that resembled the faces of the gathered.
Everyone found a seat, and one of the leather-clad men stepped onto the pulpit 
and delivered a speech, talking about John and his legacy and citing several quotations 
from the Bible that Robbie tried to keep up with, flipping quickly through his own 
leather-bound Bible in vain. He didn't even know how to find the quotes because the man 
didn't give a page number. He set it down in the holder on the pew in front of him.
Everyone in the pews began to cry around halfway through the man's speech. The 
only holdouts began to shed a few stingy tears when the man's voice cracked and he had 
to take a moment before continuing on. Even James and Seth cried small tears beside 
Robbie. He wanted to cry himself, and felt very alone as he found himself the only one 
not doing so. He excused himself to go to the bathroom and, reluctantly, Mom let him go 
in the middle of the speech.
When he got back, the man was done speaking and the people that hadn't left were
mingling. He went to the pew he'd left the Bible in, but it was gone. He went down each 
pew, checking the backs without finding anything but the lifeless black Bibles supplied by
the funeral home. He walked back and forth, checking the same pews, hoping his eyes 
had deceived him. He finally looked toward the front where an old woman was standing 
in front of Papaw's casket, holding the Bible in her hand. It was Great Mamaw Valerie, 
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crying alone in front of her dead son's body. After a moment, she placed the Bible in the 
casket and lowered her head. Robbie's family stood by watching her until she had finished
her sad business, and two men from the funeral home shut the casket. 
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Daddy
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It had been quiet for ten minutes now, except for the tinny sounds of the tv coming from 
the living room and restrained sobbing sounds that bubbled up through the walls from 
Mom’s room at the end of the hall. Viv opened the door and Janet followed. They walked 
by Jared’s room, but the door was shut, locked, and, if he’d had his headphones on, he 
was probably unaware that anything had happened. It was uncommonly warm outside for 
Michigan in early spring, so the air conditioner wasn’t running either, which normally 
would have masked the quiet, burning air in the trailer. It probably should have been 
running, but it wasn’t.
Daddy stared at the tv without watching it, like it was hard-wired to the back of
his  head.  Viv  walked  to  the  front  door,  trying  not  to  make  any sound,  but  it  was
impossible  to  reach  it  without  walking  by the  living  room.  Jan  looked  for  her  cat,
Whiskey, to make sure he was okay, and saw him playing with the wire from the tv to the
remote. Daddy had brought the cat, a stray that had found his way into the factory, home
from work the previous week. The wire danced around the carpet  as Daddy changed
channels,  cycling  between  the  same  five.  He  sipped  from  a  Pabst  Blue  Ribbon
periodically, picking it up and setting it back in the recliner’s cup holder. Then he would
pick another out of the one-hand cooler by his feet. He returned to The Honeymooners the
most, and the ghostly sound of an audience in hysterics bounced around the metal walls
of the trailer from far away. 
Daddy jerked the wire to stop Whiskey from chewing on it, and it flipped the tiny
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cat onto his back. His attention was drawn away from the wire by the need to lick his
bourbon-amber fur. Daddy hmphed at Jackie Gleason instead of laughing then flipped to
the Tigers game. 
“Where you goin’ Viv?” Daddy said and turned his head to the aluminum door.
She cringed and turned, thinking she might slip away unnoticed. Janet got on the floor
and played with Whiskey.
“Sarah’s mom is going to the mall for jeans. I was going to go with them.”
“Don’t bother Anne by tagging along, we don’t have money for that.”
“I saved.”
He turned in his chair at this.
“Saved what?”
“Money. From my birthday.”
“Who gave you money? Your mother?”
“Aunt Sherri.”
“Sherri gave  you  money?” He looked at her skeptically. “Are you covering for
her?” He pointed to Mom’s room in the hall with his eyes. They looked all-seeing behind
the thick lenses of his huge wire-frame glasses.
“No dad, Aunt Sherri gave it to me and told me to buy jeans with it ‘cause mine
had holes in them.”
“Sherri doesn’t have money to give. Hand it to me.”
“She said it was for me.”
32
Things to Hold Onto
He pushed up his glasses by the bridge with his index finger. They were old and
slid down his nose when he talked. “You’re lying,” he said.
“How would you know? You weren’t there.”
He shut up. Jan stepped in.
“It’s true daddy, I saw her give it.”
He sipped his beer and looked at Viv.
“Be back for dinner.” She left.
Janet started to leave right behind her, but she was stopped.
“Come here baby,” Daddy said and slapped his right thigh. Janet walked over to
the chair. Whiskey was still  playing with the remote’s wire. Daddy took off his black
baseball hat with a Chevrolet logo on it he got for a year working at the plant and set it
beside the cooler. She sat on Daddy’s leg and he bobbed it up and down.
“I love you baby.”
“I love you too daddy.” He set his beer in the cup holder, hugged her with both
arms, and kissed the back of her head. Janet watched the beer and thought about mom. He
noticed her looking at it.
“Wanna try it?” he asked. She widened her eyes and shook her head. “I’m not old
enough.”
“I’m not telling you to get drunk, just try a sip.” He lifted the can with his left
hand and handed it to her. She held it with both hands. It was cold and the smell reminded
her of the salty smell of tears. There was backwashed beer stuck in the lip of the can, but
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she lifted it to her mouth, wincing, and took the tiniest sip. It was disgusting. Her face
showed it.
“Why do you like this so much?”
“You’ll understand when you’re older baby. You’re too much like me.” 
Jackie Gleason’s audience filled the room with laughter from the tv. Janet wished
there  was  a  laugh track  in  the  trailer.  No one  laughed inside  it.  Daddy changed the
channel to ABC and The Brady Bunch was on. Janet thought it was strange to watch a
tiny family living in a box in their living room. She imagined them living inside the box
when the tv was off. Their smiles made her uncomfortable if she stared at them too long.
Janet saw Jared crying once while he watched The Bradys. When she asked him what was
wrong, he pinned her to the ground and told her to never tell anyone.
Whiskey was the only living thing moving in the room. He was still playing with
the wire, biting it, scratching it with his paws, tangling himself in it. Once he tugged it
hard enough to pull the remote off of the couch and onto the floor. Daddy told Janet to
pick it up for him. She was already up now, so she went to the kitchen and poured a glass
of Kool-Aid, stepped in a puddle the old refrigerator had created, and went into hers and
Viv’s room to change her socks. She took a dirty towel from the clothes hamper and set it
underneath the fridge door to soak up the water. She went into the living room to tell
Daddy.
Whiskey was tangled in the wire. It wrapped around his neck and paws. 
“Daddy, the fridge is leaking again.” 
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“Well  that’s  fuckin’ great.” He slammed his  beer down in the cup holder  and
kicked the cooler out of his way. It clattered with the empty cans surrounding it, and the
sound startled Whiskey, who tangled himself  further in  the wire trying to get it.  The
remote started to slip from the couch again, but Daddy caught it before it dropped off the
arm. He tugged the wire forcefully to stop Whiskey from playing with it. It jerked the
cat’s neck and turned his head, and he stopped rolling. His eyes moved but his  body
didn’t.
“Daddy!” Janet said and ran to the cat.
“Shit.”
“What did you do?” she said.
“Baby…go to your room.”
 She went into her room and listened to a KISS record, but she was still crying.
She heard the front door open as Daddy went outside, then heard it again a few minutes
later when he came back in. She heard a door down the hallway open, the sound of the
kitchen faucet, then Mom’s indiscernible voice. She cracked her own door open slowly
and saw her standing by the sink where Daddy was washing blood off of a garden spade,
stopping every few seconds to rub his eyes.
“Something happened,” he told Mom. “The cat’s dead,” he told her without 
looking up, and Janet heard the sound of empty laughter coming from the tv. She closed 
the door, put her headphones on, and plugged them into the record player. 
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Victory
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The evening news was playing in the living room, just visible from the dining room table.
Images of Midwestern families and tornado-wrecked homes were on-screen. Dad said 
grace.
“Please help those who cannot help themselves, Lord, and look after our friends 
and family. In Jesus’ name we pray.”
“Amen,” we all said in unison. Mom was at one end of the table, dad on the other. 
John was already off to school at this point, so Sarah, Cathy, and I were the only other 
people at the table, me on one side and they on the other. 
“I made first chair daddy,” Cathy said, cutting the glistening fat off the edge of her
pork chop and rubbing it in gravy.
“That’s great honey,” Dad said, chewing with his mouth open a little and looking 
at something on his phone.
“Howard,” Mom said.
“Huh?” He looked up from his phone.
“Seven kids auditioned.”
“What? I said it was great.” He turned to Cathy. “It’s great honey. I’m very proud 
of you.” He grabbed his cup, excused himself, kissed Cathy on the head, and walked into 
the kitchen. “Anyone need a napkin?” he asked. No thank you we told him. I heard the 
hiss of a soda bottle being opened, a pouring sound, a pause, a glass clink, another 
pouring sound. He came back to the table and mom got up and repeated his process. He 
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took a sip and grunted.
“Hear there’s gonna be scouts at the game Friday.” He looked at me and leaned 
back in his chair. He was already done eating.
“I don’t know,” I said and continued eating. 
“Well that’s what I hear.” He was picking at his teeth with the tip of a steak knife. 
“Huh,” I replied. I ate faster.
He nodded and got a little meat chunk out of his front teeth. He looked at it then 
ate it. “You have another year like last one, who knows. Might end up somewhere.” 
Dad had a chance to play college football in the ‘80s. Ole Miss offered him a 
scholarship to play running back, but revoked it after he got a DUI and was arrested for 
possession. After a few weeks in jail, he was let out (from overcrowding if I had to 
guess). He worked as a roofer for a few years until a car salesman in town, who was a 
huge fan of his from the time he played at the school, offered him a business loan, the 
only stipulation being that he had to start attending church with him. 
These were not things he had told me; they were things I'd heard about him from 
others. If it were up to him, he would have started existing the moment John was born.
He got up from the table, and Mom came back in with a drink in her hand.  The 
rest of us finished eating.
***
A recruiter from Appalachian came for dinner the next day. After football practice,
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I showered and put my nicest clothes on. I was excited about the visit. I was ready to be 
out of my father's house. I started to really learn that year why John didn't visit home.
“I know Appalachian isn’t super glamorous,” Dad told me after I got out of the 
shower, the giddiness of entertaining a recruiter apparently outweighing his previous fury,
“but it’s a good local place to fall back on. Me and Mom can watch all your games there.”
I just nodded absently. Dad had set up all my recruiter visits without really 
worrying about whether it was a good time for me or not. The whole family had to put on 
a Norman Rockwell facade while any guests were over, and especially so when the 
recruiters came.
Mom made meatloaf to make the whole house smell better. The recruiter showed 
up just on time, seven o’clock, and Dad and I answered the door.
“Cecil Barrett,” he said, reaching his hand out to shake Dad’s and then mine. He 
wore a bright yellow Appalachian State polo shirt that he had tucked into khaki pants. His
arms were tanned and hairy, though his legs weren’t so much. His appearance was as 
inoffensive as I could imagine. He walked into the foyer.
“Nice to meet you Coach,” Dad said.
“You too Mr.Stump,” Barrett said. “Victory is a heck of a name. How’d you get it 
son?”
Dad interjected before I could answer. “I gave it to him,” he said. “I think a name 
like that makes you have to live up to it.”
“I’d say he’s done that so far,” Barrett replied. “You know, I remember you from 
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when I played in high school Mr. Stump. We never played you guys, but your name sure 
showed up everywhere.”
“Shame I pissed it all away,” Dad said.
“Well if Victory here is anything like his old man, I think he could take us to the 
top of the conference next year,” Barrett said smiling and tapping me on the shoulder. I 
started to respond, but Dad spoke up louder.
“Oh he’s way better than I ever was. Faster and bigger,” Dad said. “We’re real 
proud of him here.”
“With good reason. Everyone in the South is trying to get their hands on him. We 
think he’d be a great fit at Appalachian though,” he said, and winked at me.
When we ate dinner, we all sat in the spots we usually did, and Barrett sat where 
John used to.
“That was great,” he said after he finished. “I would have worn my stretch pants if
I’d known the food was gonna be so good Mrs. Stump.”
Mom smiled and thanked him. She excused herself and started picking up the 
dishes. She was glad to be done with her part, and she was especially glad to get away 
from Dad when he was talking to another man about football. Cathy and Sarah got up too,
leaving just the three of us at the table.
“So now that it’s just us men, let’s get down to brass tacks guys,” Barrett said. 
“You already know we’re willing to offer you a full-ride, obviously. We’ve assessed our 
depth chart this summer, and I want you to know that at Appalachian, we think you can 
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split playing time your freshman year with one of our junior backs. I know some of these 
bigger SEC schools are pretty glamorous, but I don’t think they’ll offer you significant 
playing time your first year like we can. We’re a program on the rise too. We finished the 
season ranked number 24 and had 11 of our 14 games televised, so NFL scouts will be 
able to see you, if that’s important to you.”
“That all sounds really good Coach,” Dad said. “I know Vic will want to get on 
the field as much as possible.”
I got tired of being spoken for.
“Actually, I kind of like the idea of being able to get a little training before I get on
the field a lot.”
“Ah, you’re ready to get out there right now son,” Barrett said. “Don’t get me 
wrong; we take strength, conditioning, and hard work very seriously on our team. But 
you’re a special kind of athlete just like your dad. We think you can make a big impact.”
He shifted a little in his seat and took on a more serious tone.
“Plus, I’ve noticed you’ve been getting into a little trouble lately,” he said. He 
looked to Dad. “I just want you to know, Mr. Stump, that I take my role as not just a 
coach, but a leader of young men very seriously. We stay very involved in our players’ 
lives and make sure we teach them how to be successful not just on the field, but off of it.
We prepare them for life after football.”
“Well I like the way that sounds,” Dad said. “Vic’s not a bad kid, he’s just been 
going through a phase. You remember when you were that age.”
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“Lord do I,” Barrett said, and they laughed together. “Once you’re at the college 
level, you eat, sleep, breathe football. You’ll barely find time to get in trouble.”
“Lord don’t challenge him,” Dad said, and they laughed again.
“So how does all that sound Victory?” Barrett said, finally addressing me.
“Sounds like if I go to Appalachian I’ll have two of you to deal with,” I said, 
joking. You can get away with saying a lot when you’re joking.
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A Little Less Lonely
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1
Stan’s cart had a dead front wheel that dragged and skidded along as he pushed it. 
It made turning difficult, and it was just his luck to get one. He actually enjoyed trips to 
Wal-Mart quite a bit because it got him out of the apartment and made him feel like he 
was doing something. 
He looped around the produce section a few times, thinking of ways to 
incorporate vegetables into his meals. He was eating too much fast food lately, and he 
knew it; he needed to start making dinner at home that had some nutritional fortitude. He 
was sure all the fat, and the grease, and the sugary sodas were making his bad moods 
worse. He tapped a few wrinkly green peppers, put one in a bag, and placed it in the cart. 
If it was green, there had to be something good to it. 
2
Jerry took his lunch around seven o’ clock. He did it so he could keep his regular 
eating patterns. That way, he was still able to eat breakfast with Patty every morning 
before she left for work. It was the only time they saw each other anymore. She was 
usually asleep by the time he got home after midnight. It was getting around time for him 
to grab something from the Subway inside the store, about five ‘til.
His primary job since getting transferred to second shift was to go undercover, 
check prices on items at the Target down the street, and change prices in his own store to 
be a few cents cheaper than that price. Mr. Barstow had explained it as really sort of a 
promotion from stockroom supervisor during first shift because his espionage could make
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or break the fourth quarter profit margin and lead to a big bonus for everyone. Jerry 
wasn’t stupid though. He knew that the regional manager’s son had just graduated from 
some degree mill and needed a low-responsibility stepping-stone job. Since his son Paul 
left for school, Jerry’s moods had been deteriorating and everyone was complaining, so 
Barstow picked him to move to second shift. Temporarily, of course. And he was 
promised a big promotion in the near future for being such a team player.
He was printing labels for cheap, plastic gold charger plates that would be selling 
quickly now that Thanksgiving was approaching. The confusing smells of the scented 
candle aisle drifted over. Mixed with the sounds of old, jingly Christmas music on the PA 
system that seemed to begin playing earlier and earlier each year, the atmosphere around 
the store was uncharacteristically cozy. The blaring fluorescent lights made all of the 
plastic bulb ornaments around him gleam cheaply, but the Santas and snowflakes around 
him really did make time in the store feel a little less lonely. 
He thought of Christmas morning with Paul and Patty and how much fun it was to
see them playing with their gifts and smiling and listening to Bing Crosby sing and it 
really did feel like the most wonderful time of the year. He decided he’d start buying 
some decorations for Paul to dress up his dorm a little. It would help him get through the 
exam season, surely.
Jerry heard the dragging sound of a cart wheel that wouldn’t turn.
1
Stan stopped pushing his cart for a second to take stock of what he had. His goal 
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was to spend less than $50. Mom told him he should start keeping track of what he was 
spending, and she was probably right, but he just wasn’t that good at it. He estimated:
-5 x Frozen Pizzas- $3.49 a piece, so 19 or 20-ish dollars
-Green Pepper…75 cents maybe, so just say a dollar
-deodorant- $4 (the good kind, but he had read somewhere that women are more 
attracted to men that smell good)
-Body wash- $5…he could have just gotten soap, but he thought it would also 
help him smell better.
-A bag of scented pine cones- $3…maybe doesn’t sound necessary, but he lived 
with two guys, so the place needed to smell a little better too.
-3 pounds of ground beef- $8.50…it was really the only meat he liked, and it was 
cheaper to buy three pounds of it.
-Spaghetti noodles and sauce- about $4 together
-Ben and Jerry’s Chunky Monkey ice cream- $4…they rarely had it at this Wal-
Mart, so he couldn’t pass up the opportunity.
By his estimation, he could live for about two weeks on this stuff along with what 
he already had at the apartment. It seemed like roughly $50 worth of merchandise. He 
wandered around the store to see if there was anything he needed that he didn’t know he 
needed. Besides, it was calming to walk around—ignoring the pull of the broken cart 
wheel, of course. They were playing Christmas music that still had that warm vinyl sound
to it instead of the overproduced Michael Bublè shit. 
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The fluorescent lights were much brighter than the dim ones the landlord used in 
the apartments to save money. Plus, there were people he could see and hear walking 
around, which felt nice compared to the general loneliness of the apartment, where his 
roommates were never home, and when they were, their doors were shut and the sounds 
of courteously quiet fucking just barely penetrated the paper-thin walls so that he could 
drown it out with That 70s Show streaming on Netflix.
He thought a little Christmas cheer might help get him out of his funk. He had 
string lights in the closet he could put up in his room. That would be a start. The thing 
that reminded him most of cozy holiday feelings, though, was a certain scent he recalled 
filling his childhood home. He’d read somewhere that smell was the sense most strongly 
tied to memory, so maybe it would work well on his subconscious.
2
Jerry hated the sound of those dead wheels because he was always the one who 
fixed them during the day shift. It wasn’t part of his job description, but he was best at it, 
so he took it upon himself. He was always taking on responsibilities that he knew he 
wouldn’t get thanked for, dammit. He couldn’t tell why he continued to do it.
The Garvey Gun was freezing up and he couldn’t finish relabeling the stupid 
scented pinecones that Target had for $3.50. Who bought these dumb things anyway? It 
was past seven o’ clock and his stomach was grumbling, but he wanted to get this aisle 
done so he could actually do some work in the stock room like his job title prescribed. 
The sound of the dead wheel was getting closer, and he pulled a roll of yellow 
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electrical tape out so he could mark the cart for repair later. The sound stopped on the 
next aisle over. Jerry pounded the Garvey Gun lightly on the side for a minute to jar it 
into functionality but it wasn’t responding. He didn’t know why these dumb machines 
needed to be digital now. Just made things break down more.
After a few moments without the noise of the cart, he set the labeler down to work
itself out and walked over to the next aisle to tag the cart
1
Stan knew his mom had achieved that warm, wintery smell with a combination of 
the pinecones and some kind of scented candle. There were rows of store-branded candles
that were on sale for $2.99 (a better price than the ones he’d bought at Target a few weeks
ago for $3.49 a piece). There were the year-round scents they always carried on one shelf
—your lavenders, vanillas, coffee smells, green meadow, fresh rain, flower garden—and 
on the one below it were seasonal ones—pecan pie, pumpkin spice, cinnamon, fall 
harvest, peppermint, sappy spruce, warm cider. Cinnamon and cider smelled the closest, 
but neither struck a chord in his nostrils. He thought fall harvest might have a shot, but it 
smelled more like damp socks than anything that made him feel cheery.
He was taking his nose away from the candle and setting it back on the shelf when
a short, tired looking man wearing an old blue vest, holding a roll of yellow tape appeared
at the end of the aisle. Stan was conscious of how he might look stupid, smelling candles 
like a 50 year-old lady with nothing better to do.
“Can I help you find anything sir?” the man asked him as he approached his cart. 
48
Things to Hold Onto
Stan glanced at the scratched nametag on his chest.
“No thanks…Jerry?” The man nodded.
“Alright. Well, if you don’t mind I’m gonna tag this cart so I can fix that old 
wheel later on.”
“Please.” Stan motioned to it with his hands and looked back at the rows of 
candles. It was nice to talk to someone, but he really wished he could take his cart and 
move along without Jerry thinking he was the reason. Which he was.
“Actually, you might be able to help me with something,” Stan said. Jerry stuck a 
little piece of tape on the cart’s handle and perked his head up. He had a mustache and 
tired eyes that reminded him of a picture of Albert Einstein.
“Sure, whatcha need?”
“I…my girlfriend, she really gets into this holiday stuff, and she’s feeling a little 
bummed she won’t see her parents for Christmas this year. She’s from Kalamazoo, and 
she’s a grad student here at the college, and money’s tight so she can’t afford to fly back.”
He thought maybe it sounded too well explained for Jerry to buy it. It was worth a 
shot though. He would have thought he was a loser anyway.
“I see. So what are you looking for?” Jerry asked. He put the roll of tape back in 
the pocket of his loose-fitting blue jeans and placed his hands on his hips.
“Well, she told me about a scented candle her mom would always get around 
Christmas time, and I remember the smell because I visited them last year, but I can’t 
seem to find it here.”
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“Have you tried the luxury candles?” Jerry asked him. Stan shook his head, so he 
led him to a row of Mason jar candles on the next aisle. The labels on the jars read 
“American Home by Yankee Candle,” and their prices were marked at $14.99. He pulled 
the lids off a few and smelled them before he got to “Bountiful Harvest,” a candle with 
orange, pulpy wax and exactly the warm, spicy, festive smell he was looking for. He 
closed his eyes and thought of the soft glow of the lights on a giant artificial Christmas 
tree, bell-shaped, blinking, and playing quiet, chiming renditions of carols while college 
football games played on tv, chattering commentators lulling him to sleep on the couch 
beneath a heated blanket. He opened his eyes and looked at the price.
“This one’s it, but I don’t think I can spend that much on a candle,” Stan said and 
set it back on the shelf. “Thanks though.”
2
Jerry waited for what was probably 30 seconds, but felt like much longer as the 
kid stood silently smelling the grossly overpriced candle. He felt uncomfortable watching 
him, so he picked at some adhesive on the front of the shelf from an old price sticker. The
kid’s face went from indescribably anxious to soothed for just a second, until his shaky 
right hand set it back on the shelf. 
“This one’s it, but I don’t think I can spend that much on a candle,” he said. 
“Thanks though.”
The kid grabbed his cart and began to drag the dead wheel across the tile floor, 
wrestling to turn it the other way before pushing it along. He was taller than average, but 
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he walked with his shoulders slumped over just like Paul. Jerry looked at his watch. 7:13. 
He sighed through his nose.
“Is that all you’re getting kid?” He turned back and looked at Jerry.
“Yeah, I think so.”
“Let me check you out. I can give you a discount on the candle.”
“You don’t have to do that,” he said. 
“It’s the holidays. Consider it a gift,” he said. He put the candle in the kid’s cart 
next to an ungodly stack of frozen pizzas and walked him to a 20 items or less register. 
Barstow let Jerry keep a register key because they often needed extra cashiers this time of 
year. He scanned the kid’s items and bagged them, picking the candle up last. He 
bypassed the scanner and put the candle directly in the bag, winking at the kid, saying 
“Merry Christmas. Or Hanukkah, or whatever.”
“Oh, you don't have to...”
“We all need a little something this time of year,” Jerry said. 
“Wow, thanks,” the kid said. He finished paying for his things and left, carrying all
of the plastic bags in one trip with his fingers pale white where he held them, leaving the 
cart for Jerry. He set the cart to the side, punched out, and had a steak and cheese 
sandwich for lunch. He decided he’d get one of those candles and mail it to Paul. Eartha 
Kitt sang “Santa Baby” over the PA. 
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A Normal Life
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When Will and I were younger, my family lived in an apartment complex in Roanoke. It 
wasn’t run down or anything--it was actually pretty nice for college students, but it wasn’t
suited for families. It had a dingey pool with little pill-shaped buoys separating the 
shallow and deep ends. There were also two cracked tennis courts overgrown with 
crabgrass and weeds where an old man who must have been in his 70s practiced his serve 
every day at 4 o’clock.
Mostly, I remember the rocky blacktop with the two netless basketball hoops by 
the maintenance workers’ shed. This was at the height of mine and Will’s basketball 
phase. We would walk out with our deflated Rawlings ball after school and watch the 
handymen finish a three-on-three game they played, each in big work boots, for their 
afternoon break.
Once they were done, we would take the court and shoot until Keith and Riley 
(the only other boys our age who lived in the complex) showed up and shot with us. 
Sometimes they would suggest we play a game, which I always protested because Will 
would be my teammate, and he was awful. He barely had any serious motor skills, and his
shots only landed occasionally by sheer chance. He would bring Jack Bear with him and 
lean him against the goal post so he could watch us play.
Keith was a bully with an awful home life and Riley was a goon who followed 
whoever took an interest in him. Keith wore Washington Redskins shirts almost 
exclusively, sometimes with jean shorts, sometimes with Walmart-brand athletic shorts. 
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He never wore pants or jeans, even in the winter. He and Riley would goad us into 
playing a game almost every time and we never won one.
“Why is that dumbass bear always here?” Keith asked once.
“He’s my friend,” Will told him. Keith got quite a kick out of this, and Riley 
began laughing along with him. I was mad at Will for, once again, causing us to lose to 
the two boys, so I started laughing a little. Will began laughing too, without 
understanding what was funny. Keith walked over to Jack Bear and picked him up.
“You know, bears don’t like people, Will. They eat ‘em alive,” he said, examining 
Jack in his hands.
“He loves me,” Will told him. I walked over to Keith uncomfortably.
“That’s the thing about a wild animal, Will. It’s your best friend one day, then they
snap (he snapped his fingers), and next thing you know, it bites the kid next door and they
come and put it down. Happened to my dog Roscoe.”
“Stop it Keith,” I told him. He pinched his eyebrows together and looked at me 
like I was a pile of garbage.
“Shut up faggot,” he said. “Someone killed your dog, I bet you’d be crying all 
day.”
“That’s not true,” I told them.
Will looked back and forth between us, trying to comprehend exactly what was 
going on. He understood the conversation was getting hostile and started to stand on the 
balls of his feet.
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“Will,” Keith addressed him, “I’m gonna help you out and blind this bear so he 
can’t hurt you.” Then he looked at me. “Actually, Ed here’s gonna do it for you, seeings 
how he’s your brother.”
He shoved the bear into my hands.
“Do it, faggot,” he told me.
I held Jack Bear with both my hands and looked at his two black marble eyes 
staring at me. My throat was full of anger. I ripped out his left marble eye and dropped it 
on the ground. Will screamed and pushed me over, climbed on top of me, and tried to 
bang my head against the blacktop. I overpowered him pretty easily and slapped him in 
the face a few times, trying not to leave any marks Mom would see. Keith and Riley 
cheered and laughed. Keith picked up the marble eye off the ground and threw it into the 
woods, and Riley picked up Jack Bear and heaved him too, down a steep hill and into a 
mass of brown leaves. I ran back to the apartment angry and left Will out there crying on 
the blacktop. 
He showed up a few hours later, his shirt full of dirt and his skin scratched by tree 
branches. Mom had been worried sick. He’d looked for hours for Jack Bear’s eye, and 
when Mom asked him what had happened to it, he couldn’t seem to remember. 
That was almost 15 years ago, but that's where my head was when Will came to 
visit me in my new house in Greensboro. He'd still lived with Mom and Dad in Danville. 
He's autistic, which people are fairly sensitive to now, but back then just thought you 
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were weird. Especially kids. Will had the problem of not seeming handicapped enough 
for kids to leave him alone. Adults are polite but wary of him. He gets out of my parents' 
basement a few times a week to go to the grocery store or the post office with them, but 
spends most of his time repairing broken guitars that he found on eBay to resell them. 
The rest of his time he spends playing online video games. I didn't think it was good for 
him to be holed up alone so much, so I was going to give him a crash-course in 
adulthood.
I stood on the edge of my driveway sipping bottled beer with a big winter coat and
shorts on waiting for my parents to drop him off. There was nothing distinguishing about 
my new place; I lived in a neighborhood where three contractors had all repeated their 
designs ad nauseum, each street named after a bird native to North Carolina (Cardinal 
was mine). I had to stand outside because Dad insisted that giving him directions from the
interstate would commit it more to memory than following GPS.
I saw Dad’s white Honda rounding the corner of the street and waved my free 
hand as I walked back into the garage. He parked beside my car and got out, along with 
Mom and Will.
“You’re using the garage wrong, it’s supposed to be full of shit you don’t need,” 
Dad said, laughing at his joke and hugging me.
“I don’t have much stuff yet,” I told him.
“That’ll change.” He walked over to my Camry and scratched the foggy headlight 
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with his chewed thumbnail. Mom hugged me next.
“Hi baby. The house looks great from the street.”
Will nodded at me from behind Mom and Dad.
“Your right-front tire’s flat,” Dad said as if he were talking to himself on another 
planet. 
“I'll get to it later,” I said. Will’s hair looked greasy like he hadn’t showered in a 
few days. I saw a single strand of grey hair on top of his head, but I was sure it hadn’t 
been that long since I’d seen them all. In fact, it had only been a month. It was probably 
my guilty conscience forgetting it had already been there.
They told me they loved me and were excited to see me, as it had been so long. 
We went inside, and I showed them the new sectional couch I’d bought the previous 
week. Will took a seat and turned the tv on.
“Go get your bag before you get too comfortable Will,” Dad said. Will groaned 
and went back to the garage.
“He’s really been good for the past few weeks,” Mom said once she was sure he 
couldn’t hear. “He hasn’t had any episodes since we pulled him out of the bowling 
league.”
“Thanks for keeping an eye on him,” Dad said. “We think he might be okay alone 
for a week, but I think we’ll enjoy the beach more knowing he’s with you.”
“Of course, he’s my brother,” I said.
Mom looked at me with glossy eyes. “You’re growing into such a great man 
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Eddie.”
“We’re very proud of you son,” Dad said. 
***
After Mom and Dad left, Will stayed glued to the tv, watching a marathon of 
house-flipping shows. I made dinner for us, and we sat on the couch, watching together 
for a while.
“You want to go do something?” I asked him while a renovator took a crowbar to 
some carpeted floors, expecting beautiful hardwoods to be underneath but instead finding
rot.
“I'd rather watch tv,” he said. He was picking at one of his fingernails.
“Come on, I'm sure you never get to go out with Mom and Dad,” I said. 
He shrugged. “I don't really mind.” He looked at the ground.
I stood up and started walking toward my room.
“I want to go out and I want you to come with me. I'm gonna get dressed. Do you 
have any nice clothes?” He was wearing sweatpants and an over-sized sweater.
“I didn't bring any,” he said. “I'll just stay here.”
“It's still early, we can go to the mall,” I said, now in my room, opening my closet.
It had more space than I needed. It was a master bedroom, and the attached bathroom had 
a his-and-hers set of sinks. The closet was probably meant for two people. I spread out all
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of my clothes to fill the three racks that went around each wall. In a box in the back, I saw
a little furry brown ear sticking out. I grabbed Jack Bear out of the box. He was still a 
cyclops, with a few brown threads sticking out of one side where the marble eye had 
been. His fur had shown age, but I'd kept him mostly clean.
The day after those kids threw him in the woods, I spent two hours looking for 
Jack Bear. I had convinced myself then that it was a selfless act, but it was really a  
penance. It was fall, and his fur didn't stand out from the leaves on the ground. The 
apartment complex was built on top of a steep hill, and there were a lot of trees around. It 
rained that evening, and I'd been lucky to find him only 15 minutes after it began to fall. 
He was covered in dirt and bugs. I washed him off with a water spicket behind one of the 
buildings, sprayed him down with air freshener, and let him dry him under my bed, where
he stayed while I figured out what to do with him.
I decided I couldn't give him back to Will. It would get him picked on, and as a 
result, I would get picked on too. It wasn't worth constantly defending him, although he 
cried periodically when he remembered how much he missed him. He had trouble 
sleeping for a few days, but eventually he got used to it. He started sucking his thumb 
again for a week before Mom offered to get him a Nintendo 64 for his birthday if he 
stopped, and he did. As we got older, I thought about giving Jack Bear back, but I was 
afraid it would make him regress.
I held Jack Bear in the closet and considered giving it to him. I couldn't decide, so 
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I threw him in a backpack and put it in the trunk of my car. I told Will I'd buy him some 
clothes if he came with me to the mall, so we did end up going.
***
We had to figure out Will's waist size and inseam. Last time he went to get jeans 
with Mom, he didn't bother to remember his size. He picked up a baggy pair, but I got 
him to try on some fitted ones. I got him a button-up shirt too, which I assume he only 
wore at weddings and funerals before. He didn't seem very comfortable, but he did like 
the way it looked.
He was trying on a red jacket I picked out for him when a lady who worked there 
came over.
“That looks great on you!” she told him. She was cute, with short brown hair, and 
she caught Will off guard. He saw her in the mirror, stammered, and his face turned red. 
“No I—”
“Thank you is what he means,” I said. She smiled at us.
“Do you all need any help?”
“No I think we're good,” I told her. “Thanks.”
“Well if you need me, I'll just be over there.” She smiled and walked toward 
another customer. Will adjusted the flaps of the jacket and turned to his side, looking at 
himself in the mirror.
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“You think she's cute?” I asked him. He got embarrassed again.
“I don't know.” He took the jacket off and placed it back on its hanger.
“You don't think she's cute?”
“I don't...” his voice trailed and he walked off to the rack I pulled the jacket from.
“So you do?”
He put the jacket back on the rack, turned to me, and took a breath.
“I don't want to talk about this Eddie.” He squirmed a little bit in the jeans he was 
trying on. 
“I'm sorry pal,” I said. “Why don't we pay for these and get a drink.”
“I don't really drink.”
“Not drinking, just a drink,” I said.
“I've...never had a drink Eddie.”
I knew that he probably hadn't drank a lot before, but I didn't know he'd never had 
a drink. I realized that since I'd moved out for college, I didn't know much about Will 
anymore. I loved my brother, but I avoided him like the plague because being with Will 
was having to take care of him. Look out for him. And especially for me, it was constant 
guilt and self-pity—not just for the bear thing, but a hundred other things like it. All I 
wanted when I was a kid was a normal life. I wanted a brother I could wrestle with, get 
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into trouble with, go on double dates with, like something on tv that I'm sure doesn't exist
in real life. I decided I'd start treating him like a brother now.
I took him to a bar downtown that I used to go to with friends when I was in 
graduate school. I didn't recognize any of the bartenders. It was a second-story place 
where they played Motorhead every now and then, with a few dingy booths and a pool 
table in the back. The crowd wasn't bad for a Thursday. Will and I sat down at the bar. 
The bartender came up to us, and Will averted his eyes to a basketball game on the tv 
behind the bar.
“What can I get you boys?” she asked us. She wore a low-cut black shirt, and Will
peaked ervously at her chest before shifting his attention back to the game.
“Two Yeunglings please,” I said.
“Can I see your IDs?” she asked. I pulled mine from my wallet and held it out.
“He doesn't have one. He doesn't drive,” I told her. But he did pull some kind of 
ID out of his pocket that I hadn't expected. The waitress turned around, bent over, and 
grabbed two beers out of a cooler behind the bar, and I noticed Will watching her again. 
She popped the caps off of the bottles and into the air, caught them, and flicked them into 
a trash can across the bar, placing one of the beers down in front of me, then Will. He 
looked at the bottle first, then grabbed it, then sniffed it.
“It really isn't bad. Takes some getting used to though,” I said. I took a big drink 
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from mine and sat it down, but he was still looking at his.
“Just try it,” I said. He closed his eyes and pinched his nose, tilting the bottle back 
a little bit until the beer hit his lips. He quickly put it back down and made a disgusted 
face. He tried drinking more, but he tried a hard cider and liked it a lot better. He said they
tasted like apple juice and drank a few of them quickly, and I went through a few beers to 
keep up as we watched the basketball game. The bartender was serving a group of college
girls at the other end of the bar. Will looked at them periodically, but quickly looked 
away. I stood up to go to the bathroom and got a head rush, realizing how much I'd drank 
quickly. I came back with an idea.
“Do you want to go to a strip club Will?” He looked at me with swimmy eyes that 
I'd never seen on him, or even imagined on him for that matter. He had no tolerance for 
alcohol, obviously, and he seemed a little out of it. He looked at the bartender one more 
time and nodded his head at me.
***
I'd only ever been to a strip club once. It was for a high school friend's eighteenth 
birthday. We drank a few beers that we pooled our money together and got a friend's older
sister to buy for us, then had the most sober friend drive us downtown to a place called 
the Cat House. The beers weren't enough to make me drunk, and while most of my 
friends seemed to enjoy the show, I couldn't get over the gross depression of the whole 
thing. I joined my friends in their cheers, but it wasn't a pleasant experience for me.
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Thinking about this, I considered asking Will if he just wanted to go home after 
we got about halfway from the bar to the strip club. I knew I'd have a hard time 
convincing Will to go again though, so we moved forward through the streets until we got
to a place called the Tiki Cabaret.
We payed a cover to a big, goateed bouncer at the door and walked into the red-
tinted main room. It looked like someone had lifted the design from every movie or tv 
show with a strip club scene in it—from the heart-shaped stage to the tiny black tables 
surrounding it. There were only a few men in the room, several bald, most in suits with 
loosened ties or varying degrees of business attire, sipping drinks from tall, narrow 
glasses and trying to act as if they weren't all in the same room together (except for a 
couple in the corner who were feeling each other up). We took a seat around the middle of
and got a drink from a waitress wandering around. A girl with long black hair and purple 
lingerie walked onto the stage and started dancing.
“Like it here?” I asked. Will was taking sips of his drink, a beer that I guess he 
didn't mind the taste of at the moment and nodded his head absently, looking about as 
comfortable as he did when I first told him to try on the fitted jeans. He looked away from
the stage and back a few times. I looked around some, but mostly watched the girl. She 
was tall and had long legs that she kicked around and rubbed her hands on quite a bit. 
After a minute, she reached behind her back and uncinched her bra, unleashing her huge 
fake breasts.
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I'd hoped Will was enjoying himself, but he seemed uncomfortable and I couldn't 
look at him for more than a second. It felt like a progressively worse idea to be there as I 
slowed my drinking down. The stripper finished her dance and the audience cheered for 
her. After a few minutes, she was on the floor asking men if they wanted a personal 
dance. She made her way to Will.
“You want a dance baby?” she asked  him, leaning over and putting her boobs in 
his face. He looked up at her with that glassiness in his eyes, then he looked over at me. I 
pulled a few bills out of my wallet and handed them to her, which she placed in the band 
of her thong, and started dancing on Will's lap.
I looked mostly at my drink during his dance until a new stripper took the stage. I 
watched her, but I was mostly disinterested. I looked back over to Will, and the dancer 
was grinding slowly on his lap, grabbing his hands and rubbing them up her sides and 
onto her chest until she took her top off. Though he'd had a lot to drink, it wasn't long into
the dance before he...finished...and the dancer delicately slowed down, got up and walked
off. Will had his eyes closed for a few seconds after she was done. I know he felt like he 
had just had his bear thrown in the woods and I felt like I was the one who had thrown it.
“Come to the bathroom with me Will.” He eased himself out of the chair and we 
walked to the bathroom. He went into a stall and I wetted paper towels and handed them 
to him over the door, then gave him some dry ones. I heard him wipe the new fitted jeans 
through the door. He came out with the big wad of paper towels and threw them away. We
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left the club and walked back to where I'd parked the car. He puked once on the way.
“Hold on,” I told him before he got in the car. “I've got something for you.”
I popped the trunk, grabbed the backpack, unzipped it and pulled Jack Bear out. 
He looked at me with his one black marble eye that glared under the moon. I shut the 
trunk, walked over to Will and handed him the bear. He held Jack Bear, rubbing his 
thumbs slowly over his worn fur, then rubbing him against his cheek.
“How did you—” he asked, looking back at me.
“I looked for him the next day.”
“Why didn't you give him back?” he asked. He looked me in the eye, which he 
rarely did to anyone.
“Because I'm a bad brother,” I said. Will thought for a second, then he hugged me 
for what felt like in hour in hug-time. 
I was too drunk to drive so I called a cab. When we got home, I went to bed, but 
sat up awake for hours. I could hear Will watching a house-flipping show through my 
door.
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